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Preface
My intent in the essays, articles, stories, and poems that follow is to 
convey a variety of experiences found while visiting two roadless areas on 
national forest land in southwestern Montana. I hiked alone for fifty days 
and nights in an effort to compare two wildlands that are similar in many 
respects but are affected by different management policies. What you will 
find is not a direct comparison of two roadless areas designed to meet a 
preconceived protocol, but rather a more oblique depiction of personal 
experience influenced by my perceptions of solitude and freedom. The varied 
form of my writing, as well as the range of its content, may contribute to the 
expression of my experiences. Just as there are many moods and feelings 
adrift in the wilds, so shall there be many ways of relating these thoughts.
Freedom and solitude are two words likely to emerge early in any 
discussion of wilderness. During the course of my wilderness survey on foot, 
the anguish and the euphoria of freedom and solitude played major roles in 
shaping my experience. Whereas I anticipated hiking for eight weeks to 
compare the effects of different Forest Service management policies on the 
lands in which I hiked, and on me as a visitor, I found a new series of 
questions facing me as soon as I set out on foot. While I had hoped to focus 
my thinking on Forest Service policies, impacts of land management, and 
how a visitor experiences wilderness, I found that I could not remove myself 
from personal and non-wilderness considerations. My thoughts often
u
drifted—as well they should in an unconfined setting—to my place as a human 
in a natural landscape, and my place as a human among humans.
Although the weeks spent hiking through these wildlands may have 
produced as many questions as answers, I learned that exploring wild country 
demands an inward journey as much as it does an investigation of the 
outside world. It is in this spirit of questioning, more than providing 
answers, that I submit these pages for review.
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.Peak . /< t40 :. (J t̂ LfCorvallis
J i J  ; ^ o o d s i d e
-, •.* 'N  tW v M*l.ln„4
t
. ,  -ïÆ:, l i f t e »
kî)S^ B e a r m o u tH * ;^
-.NATIONAL f i n  El 3MB
P  H a l l ^ C ^ ; ^  I ^
FOREST t /  Gofdcreek
Henderson Mm. /"
El. 7!03 U
O v a n d o
■sr
• SIsmple 
’ Pass 
• El 6376
. f i f ’
13 N A T I O N A L
"'G
r  Mullan Pass ■ 
z ^ A v o n  El. 5903 J  
^ - E i l i s t o n ^ '* ^  ^
Peak
y »
OEERLODGE
A  , r j
national
fNoni
I f i o  
T - i  E  
'MaxviKe
^26  OEERLObGe 
r CfiPAK
B I T T E R R O O T  ‘
FOREST 
 ■' S I
■ I * f-'"!.'. :NATIONAL I FORESTPhilipsburg I M i
L a À f ‘p -  
C om a " Darby t
„  . Connerl
n a t io n a l
-S feçgu  Child 
H q^w m gs
E* WmCana mu: PdsôfT''
Deer Lodge
" % 4 ü i  ^  _ .._•••
rimnderlxm
Basin'
•‘ ha al  
. .  El 8400
ieçAodge N̂L Mt tvâ Anacondak Foi Peak
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Introduction
We have known—or at least been told—for more than one hundred 
years that the United States' Frontier has been settled. But "settled" is a gentle 
term, and perhaps not the most appropriate historically. With the westward 
movement of white settlers came the slaughter of once-innumerable bison; 
we killed or corralled the native peoples of the continent, relegating tribes to 
scraps of land, often far-removed from their original homes; we surged into 
the West with Coronado's zeal, and though Cibola’s gold eluded us, we found 
in its stead a land stocked with riches: forests for harvesting, wildlife for 
hunting, gold and silver for mining, rivers and lakes for damming or fishing 
or irrigating or drinking. The list could continue, for we prided ourselves on 
resourcefulness and our ability to transform natural goods to human utility.
Gradually people with other sensibilities came to the West. As we 
hunted the gold and Indians and wildlife into ever more remote pockets of 
the continent, a call for conservation slowly emerged. The Federal 
Government granted the Yosemite Valley to California in 1864 to preserve as 
a public park. President Ulysses Grant established Yellowstone as a National 
Park in 1872, New York created a forest preserve in the Adirondacks in 1885, 
President Benjamin Harrison signed the Forest Reserve Act into law in 1891, 
the National Park Service came to life in 1916, and in 1924, Aldo Leopold 
successfully pushed the designation of 574,000 acres of the Gila National 
Forest in New Mexico as America’s first Wilderness (Nash, 1982).
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In the sixty-seven years following Leopold's New Mexico coup, the 
United States has officially sanctified wilderness with the Wilderness Act of 
1964, and a ninety-five million acre National Wilderness Preservation 
System. A sizable portion of this NWPS, some thirty-five million acres in 367 
separate areas, is managed by the Department of Agriculture's Forest Service 
(Land Areas of National Forest System, 1990).
While long and bitter battles often rage over the question of allocating 
areas for wilderness preservation, there has been a general perception that, 
once protected. Wilderness Areas no longer demand great concern. The 
American Public exudes a belief that once the label "Wilderness” is offically 
applied to a region, then the conditions in that area must necessarily reflect 
the meaning of that word. The actual wild qualities found within Wilderness 
rarely face scrutiny, save from researchers, wilderness rangers, other 
employees of the Forest Service, or special interest environmental groups.
At one level my study poses the question: Does the National 
Wilderness Preservation System, in fact, protect wild qualities of the land, or 
does roadless national forest land outside the system present a wilder 
environment? More directly, as a visitor to both types of roadless area in 
Montana—the Anaconda-Pintlar Wilderness designated and protected by the 
Wilderness Act, and unprotected national forest land in the West Big Hole 
Mountains—what wild qualities will I find, and how will my experiences, 
impressions, and thoughts vary from one area to the other?
What occurs with this exploration of wild areas, however, is not 
simply a discovery of how Forest Service policy and Congressional mandate 
may affect wild lands. Just as Forest Service actions may produce unexpected 
and sometimes undesirable effects on the national forests, so do wildlands 
provoke a range of feelings and responses in the human visitor. This
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personal change and response, combined with the conditions of the land and 
its communities, lead to an understanding of wilderness and perhaps 
measure the true depth of a concept of land we call wild.
The value of wildness cannot be measured just in terms of visitor use, 
human-drawn boundaries, naturally existing ecosystems, an absence of 
motorized vehicles, or even an absence of humanity, but comes from a 
combination of all these factors and more. Wilderness, in truth, must be free 
of restriction, free of control, free to function, burn, erupt, or persevere in a 
genuinely wild fashion. Humans, unless they too can revert somehow to 
wildness, should be but a passing and somewhat uneasy presence in 
wilderness. From the outset of my study, I began to question whether current 
management of Wilderness is too heavy-handed, and if administrative 
protection of roadless land is too slight In order to better preserve the 
wildness of a variety of landscapes, it may be necessary to correct this apparent 
imbalance of management and protection.
While it should be clear from the outset that this study is based on 
social science, personal experience, philosophy. Forest Service policy, and 
hiking, I have still made efforts to approximate a scientific study design.
The two areas in question—the Anaconda-Pintlar Wilderness and the 
West Big Hole roadless area—resemble each other in size, general landforms, 
flora and fauna, demographics, and location.
Congress designated 158,516 acres of the Anaconda-Pintlar as 
Wilderness in 1964 with the passage of the Wilderness Act (Land Areas of the 
National Forest System, 1990). The western fourth of the Anaconda-Pintlar 
consists of forested valleys, foothills, and gentle mountains, ranging from 
5400 to 9500 feet in elevation. Moving east and north straddling the
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Continental Divide, the Wilderness grows increasingly rugged and high with 
peaks such as Warren, West and East Goat, Fish, Queener, and Howe rising to 
more than 10,000 feet. The West Pioneer Mountains rise to the south of the 
Anaconda Range (the Anaconda-Pintlar Wilderness is named for this 
dominant mountain range and for Charles Ellsworth Pintler, a Big Hole 
immigrant who arrived in 1885. The original spelling of Pintler somehow 
evolved to the Pintlar adopted in recent years.). The West Pioneers and 
Anaconda Range are separated by the Big Hole River and some fifteen miles 
of open sage land. North and east of the Anaconda Range sits the Flint Creek 
Range, while the Sapphire Mountains stretch northward from the western 
portion of the Anaconda-Pintlar. South and west of the Wilderness, the 
peaks of the West Big Hole Mountains rim the western edge of the Big Hole 
(see maps 1 and 2).
Forest type is predominantly Engelmann spruce, Douglas fir, and 
ponderosa pine in the lower and middle altitudes, mixing to lodgepole pine 
as elevations reach 7,000-9,000 feet. At the higher elevations whitebark pine 
predominates, along with subalpine fir and subalpine larch primarily on 
northern exposures. Tundra grasses and lichens replace trees between 8700 
and 9200 feet to form the treeline, depending on exposure.
Animals inhabiting the Anaconda-Pintlar include elk, white-tail and 
mule deer, moose, mountain goat, porcupine, beaver, marmot, black bear, 
mountain lion, lynx, bobcat, coyote, badger, wolverine, fisher, pine marten, 
mink, weasel, skunk, fox, squirrel, hare, mouse, numerous species of birds, 
three species of trout, and a variety of reptiles, amphibians, insects, and 
arachnids (Anaconda-Pintlar Management Plan, 1977).
The Anaconda-Pintlar lies at the north end of the Big Hole Valley 
(known simply as the Big Hole) and twenty miles north of its largest
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settlement at Wisdom (pop. 150). To the west is the Bitterroot River valley 
with towns Sula, Darby, and Hamilton. Missoula sits at the northern end of 
the Bitterroot Valley, ninety miles distant. North of the Wilderness are the 
towns of Philipsburg and Anaconda, and to the east is Butte (pop. 35,000), the 
only large city within an hour's drive of the Wilderness.
The West Big Hole Mountains (also known as the Beaverhead Range 
or part of the larger Bitterroot Mountains) rise approximately thirty miles 
southwest of the Anaconda-Pintlar Wilderness and contain about 140,000 
roadless acres on the Montana side ( Beaverhead National Forest, Final EIS, 
1986). The spine of the range forms the Continental Divide and the Montana- 
Idaho border as it runs largely south-north.
The southern and northernmost fourths of the West Big Hole consist 
of rolling forested ridges that remain largely below treeline; elevations range 
from 6700-9900 feet. The middle of the West Big Hole features a long, high 
ridge with points over 10,000 feet including Center Mountain, Monument 
Peak, Ajax Mountain and a number of unnamed peaks. Branching to the east 
and west of this largely treeless Divide are spurs with some of the area’s 
highest peaks, such as Homer Youngs and Squaw on the Montana side, and 
Freeman and Copperhead in Idaho.
Forest types and treeline resemble those in the Anaconda-Pintlar, with 
the exception of subalpine larch, which do not grow south of West Pintlar 
Peak (approximately). Similarly, fauna in the West Big Hole does not differ 
markedly, though numbers of species will obviously vary in the two areas 
(the Forest Service reports black bears and mountain lions are especially 
numerous in the northern portion of the West Big Hole).
Human population centers differ only slightly for the West Big Hole 
from the Anaconda-Pintlar, as Salmon, Idaho, sits just fifteen miles west of
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the Divide ridge, and Butte, Montana, is eighty-five miles away. Land to the 
south of the West Big Hole is very sparsely populated, with towns such as 
Leadore and Tendoy barely hanging on to their Post Offices.
My field study consisted of a 50-day foot survey hiking in the two 
roadless areas. Beginning in the Anaconda-Pintlar on August 15, 1991,1 
hiked for one week, returned to the trailhead and my car to resupply food and 
fuel, passed through Wisdom to collect mail, then drove to a trailhead or 
starting point in the West Big Hole Mountains where I hiked for the next 
week. I alternated in this fashion from week to week between the two regions 
in an attempt to reduce seasonal variations and the subsequent effects on 
visitor use and a visitor’s experience. (I made one significant break from this 
pattern of study; see ’’At the Heart of Wildness" essay.)
While in the respective roadless areas, I hiked nearly every day, though 
not always with a full pack. Instead, I chose to leave a camp set up for two or 
three nights, which then allowed me to make lengthy day hikes with a lighter 
pack and more freedom to scramble up peaks, along ridgelines, or through 
thick forest. I generally found it easier to hike in the Anaconda-Pintlar, 
where trail systems were more fully developed and clearly marked. My first 
week in the Anaconda-Pintlar I hiked a total of seventy-seven miles, while 
the next week in the West Big Hole I covered just forty-eight. Through the 
course of my full study I hiked some 430 miles (about 240 in the Anaconda- 
Pintlar to 190 in the West Big Hole), climbed eight named peaks higher than 
10,000 feet, and visited or viewed virtually every drainage and ridge system in 
the two roadless regions (see maps 3 and 4).
Although I planned to use any contacts I made with people as a 
component of my comparison between the two areas in my study, I never
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met any people in the backcountry of the West Big Hole, so it is not possible 
to compare visitor responses. While in the Anaconda-Pintlar, I saw a total of 
thirty-two people, sixteen of whom came with horses and outfitters. All but 
one of the Wilderness visitors I met either lived within a 100-mile radius of a 
Wilderness portal or knew someone who lived in the vicinity.
These numbers reflect only slight differences from past user surveys in 
the Anaconda-Pintlar. In 1969, a visitor survey found that approximately 
two-thirds of the Anaconda-Pintlar Wilderness visitors came from the 
immediate Montana and Idaho vicinity (Jubenville, 1970). While stock use 
was reported at less than thirty percent of total Wilderness visitors, the 
majority of horses entered from the East Fork of the Bitterroot, which is 
where I encountered most of the packstrings during my study (Management 
Plan, 1977; Jubenville, 1970).
In addition to these backcountry encounters, I met a number of people 
at trailheads and dirt access roads to both areas. These visitors were primarily 
hunters or Forest Service workers (trail crews), again all from nearby 
communities in Idaho and Montana. The exceptions to this local visitation 
were a group of ten hikers participating in a Sierra Club-sponsored hike in the 
Anaconda-Pintlar, and one man who had driven from Seattle to the 
Anaconda-Pintlar because he wanted to hike across the Continental Divide. It 
seems safe to assume that the vast majority of use in both the Anaconda- 
Pintlar and the West Big Hole comes from people who have been to the area 
in the past and who live within a two hour drive of the nearest trailheads.
While my contact with people was quite limited throughout my study, 
contact with wildlife was somewhat more common. My first week in the 
Anaconda-Pintlar included four close visits with moose, while during my 
first week in the West Big Hole I saw more than thirty mountain goats. In
8
both areas I often saw and heard elk, deer, various birds including dozens of 
grouse, as well as squirrels, pikas, and marmots. A pine marten highlighted 
my final day in the Anaconda-Pintlar, while in the West Big Hole I saw a 
fisher and a black bear, in addition to a few dozen domestic cows. At lower 
elevations I often heard the yapping of coyotes near dusk and dawn, and from 
late August through late September bugling elk livened up the forest sounds.
I fished on occasion, more out of curiosity than hunger or sport. Brook 
trout seemed especially plentiful in Miner Lakes, while cutthroats 
predominated in Timber line Lake, Rock Island Lake, Edith Lake, and the East 
Fork of the Bitterroot River. Other lakes and streams certainly support trout 
populations as well, but my personal experience failed to verify their specific 
feeding habits or species.
One final factor that undeniably affects a visitor's experience in wild 
lands is the weather. In the first two weeks of my study, days were hot and 
dry, nights pleasantly cool. By the first week in September nighttime 
temperatures began to dip below freezing, and from September 9 through 
September 14 snow fell sporadically at elevations above 7000 feet. Cold, wet 
days and nights prevailed for another ten days, but by the end of September 
the sun returned and snow disappeared from all but protected northern 
exposures above 8500 feet. Night temperatures remained cold, with lows 
approaching zero. Early October was primarily sunny with highs in the 50s 
and 60s during the day, while sunset brought the temperature quickly down 
to freezing and below. On clear nights, the stars and moon shone with great 
fervor.
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A Place We Call Wild
One of the most popular children's books when I was young was 
Maurice Sendak's, "Where the Wild Things Are." Sendak's book takes place 
in a land of strange and ferocious creatures; monsters roam over land and 
beach in a colorful phantasmagoria. At the story's end, the reader recalls that 
the entire adventure has occurred in the imagination of a small child, who 
rests safely home in bed. The appeal of the book comes not just from the 
lively illustrations and.memorable storyline ("Let the Wild Rumpus Start!"), 
but also from the central idea that the wildest of places might exist within the 
confines of our human consciousness.
For thousands of years, it seems, humans have been fascinated with 
wild places. From the Bible’s genesis of humans in the garden of Eden to 
Celtic tales of haunted forests, from the Greek's Sirens to Heine’s Lorelei, 
legends for millenia have attributed wild places with supernatural influence. 
While these stories and legends may all be attempts to somehow define 
wilderness, this task continues to offer a challenge.
In the mid-twentieth century, the United States’ policy makers sought 
to protect wild lands and attempted to identify characteristics that might 
constitute a wilderness. With the passage of the Wilderness Act in 1964, 
Congress penned a definition of wilderness to guide the the allocation and 
management of Wilderness:
A wilderness...is hereby recognized as an area where the earth 
and its community of life are untrammeled by man [sic], 
where man himself is a visitor who does not remain...an area 
of undeveloped Federal land retaining its primeval character
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and influence, without permanent improvements or human 
habitation...affected primarily by the forces of nature, 
with.. outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive 
and unconfined type of recreation."
(P.L. 88-577, Sect. 2c; 1964.)
With this. Congress created a framework which others may apply to 
identify wild characteristics of an area. While Congress* definition apparently 
serves its purpose for the Wilderness Act, the question of how to identify 
wilderness remains somewhat open. Congress ultimately determines what 
land will be protected as Wilderness, but its perceptions regarding past 
disturbances and minimum acreage have changed to include areas now that 
may not have been considered twenty years ago. The on-going political 
battles over Wilderness in many states (Colorado and Montana, most 
recently) testify to the debate—public and Congressional—that continues over 
the question of what qualifies as Wilderness.
Ask a first-grader to define Wilderness, and she will tell you about the 
trees in back of her house, or of the national forest campground where her 
family slept, or about the skunk that her father squashed with his pickup 
truck. Ask adults and they will mostly talk about the same things as the six 
year-old: forests, camping, wildlife. Perhaps somewhere, drifting between 
Congress' land "untrammeled by man" and the dead skunk lying on a road, 
rests the meaning of wilderness.
Society's perception of wilderness differs not only from the 
Congressional definition, but even from one place to the next. For a visitor 
from inner city Chicago the degree of an area’s wildness will likely seem 
drastically different from the impression the same area would give to an 
experienced outdoorsperson from rural Idaho. The Chicagoan might drive 
over the paved roads of Yellowstone National Park, climb out of the car to
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snap photos of bison, elk, and Old Faithful, then return to Illinois raving 
about "the wilderness experience." The Idahoan, meanwhile, might take the 
exact same drive through Yellowstone~or even get out for a week to hike in 
the backcountry—and return home feeling overwhelmed by the crush of 
people in the Park and lamenting the tameness of the experience. Clearly, the 
definition of wild—and thus wilderness—must vary depending upon 
individual perceptions and experiences.
Considering the vagaries of the term, wilderness, certainly it follows 
that people should look inside themselves as well as at their surroundings, to 
try to understand its meaning. Indeed, it may be an effort to explore the 
wildness in ourselves that prompts us to explore the wildness of the land 
around us.
Most people preserve some little eddy of themselves where they can 
retreat into wildness. We reserve a corner or a curve of our brains for 
thoughts, emotions, or visions too unruly to release into the mainstream of 
our consciousness. We preserve our sanity by allowing this space for 
wildness. We may not know the boundaries or the content of our wildness, 
but we know it exists.
Wilderness, whether cerebral of geographical, extends beyond the 
constraints we attempt to place upon it. The United States manages about 
ninety-five million acres of wilderness in its National Wilderness 
Preservation System established by the Wilderness Act and subsequent 
legislation, yet another two hundred million acres of roadless land remains 
undeclared and virtually unnoticed as wilderness. Surely application of the 
law does not transform land into wilderness, for wilderness existed long 
before the human species managed to verbalize grunts into language.
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With the intent of the National Wilderness Preservation System being 
a means to protect land as wilderness, the question should arise asking what 
it is the system protects. Can wilderness be protected, or is protection merely a 
form of incarceration that inadvertently destroys wildness?
If we are to consider wilderness as something free, unbridled, and 
possibly unruly, then what place have we to establish borders and boundaries, 
regulations and restrictions on the land we seek to keep wild? Isn't the only 
true wilderness that land with which humans have not interfered or tried to 
designate and alter? And in the absence of untrammeled land, should we 
confess that we have vanquished true wilderness and at least find an honest 
name for the land we preserve?
Even if it is possible to overlook the political and philosophical 
questions of wilderness designation, and finally accept an area as having wild 
qualities, how do we then interpret our experiences in terms of how that 
wilderness affects us? Is it possible to enter into any experience, with the 
possible exception of a newborn entering the outside world for a first breath, 
without a full ensemble of preconceptions, biases, expectations, and 
knowledge? Isn't that the grand missive of experience, to gather enough 
evidence to either refute or support the hypothesis of our living?
To enter into a study of wilderness perhaps represents one step in the 
direction of this grander journey, this experiment of life. For on a solitary 
journey through a natural landscape we elude the steady barrage of opinions, 
news, conversation, and communication to which we've grown accustomed. 
The usual two-way exchange of human ideas and sounds, thoughts and 
language that accompanies us in cities or families or schools or offices, 
dwindles to a quiet path. Thoughts recede to pool and gather in the absence 
of expression. Stimulus from the natural world seeps into the psyche in a
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form not fully translated or ready for assimilation. We must accept the sound 
of a rockfall, the touch of raindrops, or the sight of water flowing over moss, 
but the meaning isn’t fully apparent. We’re left in the uncomfortable 
position of living life without the instruction manual of language. Absent 
that, we create guidelines for ourselves to follow.
Immersed in the wildness of landscape, we may feel compelled to find 
the wilderness that exists inside us. The wildest place may indeed be that 
wilderness we roam within ourselves, but the wildness within and the 
wildness of landscape remain resolutely connected. It may be impossible to 
define wilderness without simultaneously exploring the wild reaches of 
ourselves.
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Roadless by Name
From the summit of Ajax Mountain you can look down to the startling 
blue of a lake. Ajax Lake is one of about two dozen lakes nestled against the 
east side of the Montana-Idaho border, just below the crest of the Continental 
Divide. The lakes are high and clean, flickering with trout, and often hard to 
reach. But Ajax is different. On the south side of Ajax Lake a road 
switchbacks into the flank of a mountain. Near the lakeshore, a heavy crane 
sits, its bucket scoop anchored in the gravel rubble of a mine. The sub-alpine 
forest to the north has been burned. Charred stumps and standing trunks of 
whitebark pine speckle the hillside. Winding through the valley, the pale 
swath of a road bisects the forest. Farther down, three large clearcuts fan from 
the road onto the valley walls along Big Swamp Creek.
Ajax Mountain pokes from the Continental Divide in one of the most 
ruggedly scenic ranges of southwestern Montana’s three hundred mile border 
with Idaho. To the west of Ajax, the mountains plunge seven thousand feet 
to the valleys of the Salmon River and its tributaries. To the east lies the 
open expanse of Montana's Big Hole. Beyond these valleys, mountains and 
wilderness extend as far as your eyesight can carry you. The open wound of 
Ajax Mine thrusts a different reality quickly into focus: this land, including 
the plants and animals who live in these valleys and mountains, is 
imperiled. All of this range, and much of the visible land in Idaho, including 
the jutting Lemhi Range, remain vulnerable to development and without
1 6
1 7
formal protection. The Ajax Mine, the road that leads to the mine, and the 
opportunistic clearcuts that fan out from the road corridor are not the only 
scars this region endures.
Signs of humanity appear throughout the West Big Hole Mountains. 
Virtually every drainage shows evidence of some incursion by vehicles. In 
places roads are old and overgrown, no larger than a trail, while others 
remain cleared and passable by two and four wheel drive. The Forest Service 
has closed some roads, especially in the higher elevations, to discourage the 
continued use of old logging or mining grades, but a number of roads 
throughout the West Big Hole continue to provide access to any visitors 
equipped with a sense of motorized adventure and a high clearance vehicle. 
Many of these old roads do not stand out on a planning map, nor are they 
marked with signs to encourage travel, but they still offer ingress to what the 
Forest Service and public generally consider a roadless area. Other roads, such 
as the route over Golds tone Pass or to Ajax Lake, more openly invite 
motorized travelers to penetrate the area.
In addition to roads, and often relating very closely to their presence, 
clearcuts interrupt what was once a continuous belt of forest separating the 
rocky crest of the Divide from the treeless valley of the Big Hole. From the 
drainages such as Eunice, Park, and Bloody Dick at the south end of the West 
Big Hole Mountains, to the northern portion of the range near Morgan Jones 
Lake and Big Hole Pass, it may be impossible to access the higher peaks and 
lakes of this range without driving or hiking past at least one clearcut. 
Regardless of rhetoric pointing to the supposed benefits of clearcuts for plants 
and wildlife, the mosaic created by these cuts is not the same as that created by 
natural means of fire, insect, or avalanche, and the presence of such forceably
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cleared acres undeniably creates a disruption in the natural flux of this 
ecosystem.
Although there is certainly ample evidence of a human presence in the 
West Big Hole, there are not many visitors. The area is located in a remote 
region of Montana and Idaho, and access can often be challenging. The only 
paved crossing of the Divide anywhere near the West Big Hole comes at Chief 
Joseph Pass at the northern extreme of the range. All other access points are 
reached by traveling on dirt roads, some that stretch thirty or forty miles from 
any pavement Road and trail signs are sporadic, and where present often 
show the wear of decades’ exposure to sun and wind. Most trailheads lack 
any designation or parking areas. The task of choosing a destination and 
finding the best route to reach that destination lies fully with the area visitor.
Even the Beaverhead National Forest map that could offer the greatest 
service to West Big Hole visitors is unwieldy, lacking in detail, and difficult to 
read. The map of the roadless area is huge, covering the Beaverhead 
National Forest in its entirety. Although the West Big Hole Mountains 
consist of just a small slice of the Forest's 2.5 million acres (these acres, in 
turn, spread across thousands of square miles in southwestern Montana), this 
map is the best the Forest Service has to offer. In addition to being ungainly, 
the map is simply difficult to read. More than a dozen different management 
codes and land uses are splattered over landforms. The large scale map lacks 
topographic lines, marks only the elevations of a few high peaks, and 
obscures trails and roads with various use restrictions and color codings. 
Ultimately, the Forest Service map is suitable only for identifying the general 
features of the West Big Hole, and from there one must depend upon the 
more detailed, more costly, smaller scale topographic maps made by the 
United States Geologic Survey.
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Since there are a number of informal or rarely used roads, or places 
where at least a few dirt bikes have gone throughout the "roadless" area, 
some question lingers as to what defines the region. As much as anything, 
the borders of the West Big Hole, if one must try to find them, may be the 
edge of the national forest boundary, the graded roads that cut along the base 
of the m ain range and over the lower passes of the ridge, or the fencelines 
and cattleguards of the ranches that spill out from the Big Hole grasslands.
Perhaps because of this vagueness of boundary, a visit to the W est Big 
Hole dem ands a certain effort simply to find an access road, a trailhead, or a 
region that looks appealing to visit. If you are fortunate or skilled enough to 
find a trail, you may discover that it ends w ithout warning, fades to oblivion, 
or leads you to your desired destination. Many of the West Big Hole trails 
follow creek valleys toward the prom inent Continental Divide ridge, then 
stop w hether they’ve reached a lake or simply a pile of talus. The few trails 
that run  parallel to the south-north Divide ridge gain and lose elevation 
furiously, wind west and east around ridges, and still m ight dwindle 
unexpectedly to game trails. Loop hikes are difficult to find unless you are 
willing to hike cross country or along ridgelines to connect to a new system of 
creek valley trail.
Many of these valley bottom trails are old roads that have slowly 
broken down or grown over to one-track paths. The very fact that the trails 
exist by happenstance and neglect, more than by Forest Service design, serves 
to heighten the feeling that the West Big Hole area accepts visitors only with 
reluctance.
Cam pgrounds at the base of the mountains are available free of charge 
and show  correspondingly low levels of maintenance. Unlike a W ilderness 
which m ight be maintained specifically to conceal the m anagem ent activities
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that go on, in the West Big Hole often there simply is little to no 
m anagem ent activity. Of roughly 250,000 roadless acres in the West Big Hole, 
the Forest Service specifically manages 55,000 acres for wilderness qualities 
(Beaverhead National Forest, FEIS, 1986). W hat this translates to in practice is 
that some roads have been gated and closed, and timber sales or other 
intrusive developments are generally not slated in these 55,000 acres. 
Throughout the West Big Hole, though. Forest Service m anagem ent takes a 
noticeably casual approach.
The Forest Service issues planning documents such as environm ental 
assessments, or environmental impact statements for the m anagem ent of the 
West Big Hole lands, but these papers serve primarily to address specific 
projects—such as timber sales, mining claims, grazing permits, scenic trail 
designation, and road repair—and once the immediate project passes, the 
documents, and the area, return once again to passive stewardship. Other 
m anagement papers, such as roadless area reviews, discuss the wild 
characteristics—or lack thereof—for the West Big Hole lands, which translates 
in large part to a series of justifications for not designating the area as official 
Wilderness. Once again, the Forest Service's attitude seems prim arily to 
leave the area largely unm anaged and unregulated.
W hat happens to the land as a result of this managerial nonchalance is 
mixed. The Forest Service's inattention to the land seems to equate quite 
closely w ith the public attitude, which results in relatively low visitor use but 
relatively high visitor impact (compared to the same in a W ilderness Area). 
For this roadless area, there is no Neon Sign Syndrome, or surge of visitor 
use due to W ilderness acclaim, but neither is there any formal protection nor 
concentrated effort to minimize visitor or even industrial impacts. The Ajax 
Mine serves as a festering example of how lack of protection can lead to the
2 1
land’s abuse. Similar, if smaller scale, examples pop up throughout the acres 
of the West Big Hole as clearcuts chip away at the lower level forests, off-road 
vehicles tear up the gentler ridges and passes, and unrestrained horse use 
shows at heavily impacted campsites.
The result of this combination of low use and high abuse is a region of 
distinct contrasts. It is possible, perhaps even a likelihood, to hike seven days 
in the backcountry of the West Big Hole without encountering a single 
person, but when and if you do meet someone there is a good chance that he 
will be driving a Jeep or gunning a trail bike along an overgrown roadgrade. 
The mountains and ridges in the range are high and spectacular, and 
occasionally precipitous, but in the midst of the highest peaks you m ight look 
down a valley to see clearcuts or the scar of a mine. You may surprise 
m ountain goats at the summit of a 10,000 foot peak, or find yourself slogging 
through fresh cow shit as you unintentionally herd three dozen head dow n a 
valley. If w ildness entails elements of the unexpected, then a roadless area 
such as the West Big Hole qualifies with a flourish; if it means, instead, that 
an area shows no impact of hum anity—as the Wilderness Act would have us 
believe—then the West Big Hole perhaps does not exude wildness.
Even lands protected as Wilderness suffer due to Forest Service 
m anagem ent policies, allowances in the W ilderness Act itself, and the fact 
that W ilderness designation often attracts visitors.
Despite the public’s general acceptance of Wilderness designation as 
the preferred m eans to protect wild country, and environmentalists' 
continued efforts to classify more land as Wilderness, the status of existing 
W ilderness Areas is disconcerting. The heightened notoriety of lands caused 
by wilderness listing, the subsequent management policies, and the 
recreational use that follows may sometimes cause as much damage to the
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land as it w ould have received as relatively anonymous but unregulated 
national forest land. What remains is an unfortunate paradox: long battles to 
preserve wild lands as Wilderness, even if successful, may cause those lands 
to be impaired even as they are protected. (Obviously for roadless lands 
threatened w ith immediate development, the benefits of protection are more 
distinct.)
This is not to suggest that lands should not be protected. Clearcut 
forests, degradation of quality watersheds, trampled riparian zones, 
overgrazed range, mining impacts, habitat loss for native plants and animals, 
and recreational abuses all testify to the importance of preserving land 
wherever possible in a variety of biomes. But it is not entirely valid or safe to 
assume that W ilderness designation results in the preservation of an area’s 
wild qualities.
M ontana’s Anaconda-Pintlar Wilderness presents a case study for what 
qualities exist in an official Wilderness. Established in 1964 when Congress 
passed the W ilderness Act, the Anaconda-Pintlar includes 158, 516 acres in 
sparsely settled southwestern Montana.
One of the first observations a visitor to the Anaconda-Pintlar might 
make is that it is easy to know where you enter the Wilderness. Often there 
are signs w ith mileages posted, both at the roadside and at trailhead portals, to 
tell you how far you are from the Wilderness boundary. If the W ilderness 
boundary begins several miles from the trailhead, you are usually greeted 
w ith a large wooden Forest Service sign welcoming you to Wilderness: 
"Entering Anaconda-Pintlar Wilderness, Beaverhead National Forest." Even 
if you are hiking cross country, away from cleared trails, you will usually 
come upon a small yellow placard marking the W ilderness boundary and 
posting the prohibition of motorized vehicles.
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From the very first steps entering a Wilderness Area, then, the 
backcountry visitor is greeted not just with wild, undeveloped nature, but 
w ith the understanding that Wilderness is an area with specific boudaries and 
special regulations.
After visitors have put the signs and the idea of a bounded wilderness 
behind them, it may become easier to reach for the conditions prescribed in 
the W ilderness Act or in the visitor's mind regarding a wild area. There are 
evidences of hum an activity: trails cut, cleared and marked, signs posted 
sporadically, stumps, bare areas around popular campsites, occasional candy 
w rappers or cigarette butts, bootprints in the soil, and initials carved into 
trees, bu t the landscape on the whole appears natural, forested, and 
undeveloped.
Most portals may be accessed either by short stretches of unim proved 
roads or by well-graded routes that clearly mark trailheads and parking areas. 
The roughest access to an Anaconda-Pintlar trailhead runs eighteen miles on 
graded dirt, then another three on a rocky, well-marked road until it ends at a 
national forest campground.
The trail leading into the Anaconda-Pintlar from this portal cuts along 
the length of M ussigbrod Lake before gaining elevation and heading for the 
Continental Divide to the north. After four miles of hiking and 1400 feet of 
elevation gain, a sign welcomes visitors to the Wilderness boundary. From 
this point, the land is closed to motors, mechanized vehicles (including 
m ountain bikes), and is protected by law from timber cuts, roads, and many 
types of development. Hiking and horseback travel are permitted, as are cross 
country skiing and snowshoeing in winter. In addition, hunting is allowed, 
and m ining claims, grazing permits, dams, or other structures that existed 
prior to wilderness designation continue operation. Further, a wide range of
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uses and developments may be permissable if deemed vital to hum an safety 
or national security. This final phrase permits occasional helicopter or 
snowmobile rescues, forest fires fought with bulldozers, chainsaws and 
airplanes, or power lines to pass through designated Wilderness. In fact, by 
Presidential decree, most anything—from oil drilling to aerial bombing—could 
be permissable on Federally-governed Wilderness.
The Forest Service sells a map for the Anaconda-Pintlar W ilderness 
that is concise, reasonably accurate, and detailed. It shows the complete 
W ilderness Area and extends to varying lengths beyond the borders of the 
Wilderness. The m ap gives contours in forty foot intervals; has coloring for 
areas that are forested, barren or water; has trails and portals clearly marked 
and numbered; gives elevations throughout the region; and is small enough 
to be easily readable—and foldable—even while hiking on a trail.
In 1975, the Forest Service classified visitor use of the Anaconda-Pintlar 
as moderate. This translated to an average of 28,300 visitor days annually 
(one Forest Service visitor day means a visitor was present in the area for 
twelve hours). After the area’s W ilderness designation, the Forest Service 
found visitor use increased by 71 percent from 1970-75 (Anaconda-Pintlar 
M anagement Plan, United States Forest Service; 1977). These statistics 
support the theory that when people learn of a newly-classified Wilderness, 
they often feel compelled to visit that area since it seems to promise a 
w ilderness experience.
Along with a dramatic increase in recreational use and legal protection 
for the land. W ilderness Areas also receive intensified managem ent from the 
Forest Service. In an effort to maintain the W ilderness Act's m andated wild 
qualities, the Forest Service prepared a ten-year M anagement Plan for the 
Anaconda-Pintlar in 1977. (Fifteen years after this original plan was signed
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and approved, the Forest Service has yet to produce an updated M anagem ent 
Plan.)
The 1977 Plan acknowledges that, "Past m anagement in the Anaconda- 
Pintlar was geared to recreational use of the area with emphasis tow ards the 
user's convenience rather than use of the area as Wilderness." W hile this 
policy of catering to user convenience officially has shifted to one that seeks 
"to minimize the impact of use rather than use itself," the presence of the 
Forest Service and its management remains obtrusive at times.
Even w ithin the context of the Management Plan, the Forest Service's 
m anagem ent goals sometimes appear contradictory. In its Introduction, the 
Plan announces that, "Over 280 miles of system trails span the area," yet later 
in the same docum ent a clear management goal states, "M anipulation of the 
flora, fauna, or the surface of the land will not be allowed." How is it that 
none of the Forest Service's four District Rangers or three Forest Supervisors 
who signed the Plan managed to consider 280 miles of system trails a possible 
m anipulation of the surface of the land?
In addition to miles of cleared, well-marked, and m aintained trails for 
recreational use, the Forest Service manages the Anaconda-Pintlar for 
wildfire control, cattle grazing allotments, stream diversions, fish stocking, 
and a num ber of other impositions of hum an activity on a supposedly 
natural system. Despite the M anagement Plan’s claims that "Wilderness 
exemplifies freedom," and that the visitor shall have "the chance to 
experience unm odified natural ecosystems, " at some level the very presence 
of all this m anagem ent m ust certainly impair the visitor’s experience.
Indeed, there seems a certain intentional deception to m anagem ent 
directives such as, "All administrative bases , will be located away from main 
trails, popular locations, and lakeshores." (Management Plan, p. 7.) The
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Forest Service's desire not to interfere with visitors and their w ilderness 
experiences may be saluted, but the question remains whether adm inistrative 
bases should be allowed within Wilderness at all. If guard stations or 
W ilderness ranger cabins represent a non-conforming use to the average 
visitor, shouldn't they also be considered such by the Forest Service? 
Particularly in a W ilderness with the moderate size and roughly oval shape 
of the Anaconda-Pintlar, there seems little need even for safety reasons to 
locate adm inistrative bases within the boundaries of the Wilderness. There is 
literally nowhere in the Anaconda-Pintlar that cannot be reached in one long 
day of hiking from at least one portal. (This point of adm inistrative bases is 
not moot: Mystic Lake has had an administrative cabin—now inactive—since 
1930, and temporary seasonal bases for trail crews and others continue to 
operate. While projects deep within the W ilderness can obviously be more 
quickly completed if a base camp is established, the underlying question 
remains: Are trail crews and trail maintainance or construction a compatible 
use of W ilderness as delineated even within the guidelines of this 
M anagem ent Plan?)
The effect of all this behind-the-scenes m anagement on the actual 
wilderness experience may be subtle but it is not negligable. The Forest 
Service makes an effort to preserve a Wilderness experience for the visitor, 
and in m any respects it succeeds. If visitors can overlook the intrusion of the 
trails they hike upon, or the trail signs that guide them, or the occasional use 
restrictions that greet them in popular sites (at Big Johnson Lake, for example, 
posted signs restrict horse use to areas beyond a certain distance from the 
water), then the Anaconda-Pintlar will hold true to m any visitors' 
im pression of Wilderness. The lakes are clear and cold; the m ountains loom 
rugged and high; the forests stretch largely unbroken; wildlife abounds.
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ranging from moose, m ountain goats and elk, to marmots, trout and grouse; 
and the opportunity for solitude exists in many locations. In fact, aside from a 
few popular destinations such as Big Johnson Lake, Ripple Lake, and the 
lower stretches of the East Fork of the Bitterroot River and East Fork Rock 
Creek, visitors will not likely meet more than one or two parties during the 
course of their W ilderness stay, particularly if they should venture more than 
four miles from a trailhead portal or use the area between the months of 
November and May.
Although all this may add up to a very enjoyable outdoor experience 
for visitors to the Anaconda-Pintlar, the question of wildness persists. For an 
experience or an area to be truly wild, can there be regulations and restrictions 
curtailing the visitor’s or area’s freedom?
It may be convenient and soothing to know that the United States 
protects some ninety-five million acres of public land in the National 
W ilderness Preservation System, but the price of this knowledge may give a 
sense of complacency that allows us to sacrifice the very wild qualities we seek 
to protect. In exchange for the public designation of an area as Wilderness, we 
may remove the very quality—the freedom of the land—that best describes a 
wild place.
M any indigenous people have no concept of wilderness because they 
are so fully immersed in the landscape they cannot separate their existence 
from that of the land’s. This notion of an inherent connection between 
hum ans and their surroundings bears witness to the fact that wilderness 
designation may underm ine that which it seeks to protect. By prescribing 
boundaries, often established without any bearing to ecology or geography, 
designators of wilderness simply delude themselves into thinking that w hat 
they protect can be wild. In fact, wilderness is entwined with absolute
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freedom  and the absence of any constraints. The very idea that we need to 
protect the land and regulate any actions on that land shows that we have 
strayed from what once may have been an integral relationship with the land.
W hether we designate and bind land as W ilderness or leave it to 
flounder in the limbo of roadlessness, we necessarily face an imperfect choice. 
Do we protect the presence of the land and manage it to seem unaffected by 
hum ankind (or even repair it to look less affected), or do we preserve the 
unruliness of the land and its natural state, including whatever unpleasant 
impacts hum ans apply to it? A roadless area may not be pristine, but in some 
ways it is natural. After all, most humans no longer live harmoniously, in a 
sustainable m anner, with their environment. Despite whatever intentions 
we may harbor of blending in and becoming one with our surroundings, 
w hen we venture into wilderness we load ourselves with tents and clothing, 
sleeping bags and pads, cooking stoves, flashlights, guns. Jeeps, chainsaws and 
more. Isn't it natural, in the disheartening context of reality, that we leave 
signs of our passage? From bootprints to clearcuts, we leave a mark.
In protected Wilderness, on the other hand, there is a sense of 
intentional delusion or cover-up. The bootprints remain, as do some 
campsites, fire rings, and occasional scraps of humanity, but the true impact of 
hum an use has been curtailed, fended off, pushed beyond the boundary sign. 
Old trailcuts and roads are covered with deadfall and backfill to obscure the 
traces of redirected visitor use. In this land that exists as a hum an-im posed 
preserve, we go to some lengths to pretend that hum ans have never 
im pacted the area.
The Forest Service manages Wilderness, sometimes heavily, yet the 
visitor is duped  into believing—or nearly so—that the land exists in a natural 
state, the way it has always been. But how natural is a wilderness that's clean
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and tidy with intact trees and soil throughout its area, then suddenly meets 
w ith clearcuts and roads at its Congressionally-defined boundary? Is it wild to 
hike through fifteen miles of a seemingly pristine landscape, then 
inadvertently cross a border and flounder in a world of stum ps and road 
scars?
Ultimately, it seems that the border is as much the problem as the 
clearcut. N ot only have we determined where the Wilderness may begin in 
philosophical terms, but we do so biologically as well. In a pathetic reality of 
current W ilderness legislation. Congressmen (they are, almost exclusively, 
male) draw  boundaries for wild lands, then make a special point to forbid any 
protective perimeters or buffer zones that might serve to dim inish the effect 
of activities and industry along Wilderness borders.
The choice comes down to one of values: Is land more precious as a 
park-like preserve that hum ans work to maintain, or does the real value lie 
in the idea of unbounded land, regardless of its appearances? The decision 
necessitates a sacrifice in either case, and ultimately is a decision we should 
not have to make. There m ust be a better way to protect the wild qualities of 
land, both in spirit and in flesh (or soil and bark, as the case may be). It m ust 
be possible to create a wilder scheme for preserving wildlands.
In order to preserve an area as Wilderness, it may be necessary to 
define w hat land will be included in that protection. In this respect. 
W ilderness boundaries may be unavoidable (unless a dramatic societal 
change occurs which allows humans to once again live as part of natural 
ecosystems rather than despite them), but they need not be as visible and 
intrusive as we now make them. Rather than posting signs along the border 
of the W ilderness Area, which may be the spiritual equivalent of building a 
fence around the supposedly wild region, the boundaries could be placed only
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on maps, and visitors would be responsible for knowing where they were and 
w hat activities were permitted. Just as people learn to respect the sanctuary of 
a church or temple w ithout being confronted by a list of rules and regulations, 
so could people learn to respect the land and law within a W ilderness.
Along w ith boundary signs, the various trail and mileage signs within 
Wilderness should be removed. Wilderness true to its name should be wild, 
and that necessitates placing the burden of responsibility and survival on the 
visitor. While some m ight argue for visitor convenience and safety. 
W ilderness is not the place to welcome or pam per the hum an visitor. 
W ilderness, as Congress and most people envision it, represents a land that is 
primarily affected by natural processes and remains largely unaffected by 
humans. At times W ilderness may be a hostile place for hum ans, but that is 
only fitting. For visitors more interested in experiencing nature in a 
controlled, safe setting, there are many opportunities in National Parks, 
National M onuments, roaded national forest lands, state and city parks. 
National Wildlife Refuges, the periphery of Wilderness, and elsewhere to do 
just that; W ilderness should have nothing imposed upon it to cater 
specifically to the hum an visitor.
Thousands of miles of trails now exist in Wilderness Areas. These 
trails need not be deconstructed and filled—the initial intrusion has already 
occurred—but they also need not be maintained. Continued use will keep 
m any trails open and identifiable, just as wild animals create and sustain 
trails through perpetual use, and where trails wash out, become cluttered 
w ith deadfall, or otherwise degrade, it should remain up to the visitor to find 
alternate routes. Trails are a natural part of the landscape—in the form of the 
m yriad game trails that lace through any forest or m ountain habitat—but the
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excessively surveyed^, cleared, cut, and signed trails of hum an construct go 
beyond what is found due to natural processes.
Since some of the wilder spiritual conditions already exist in 
unprotected roadless areas, the focus for places such as the W est Big Hole 
should center on protecting the land itself. Especially at the local and regional 
level, the Forest Service m ust alter its present position in order to manage 
roadless areas in such a way that their wilderness qualities will not be 
impaired, and so the acreage of roadless areas stops its present dow nw ard 
trend. Timber sales, where ecologically and economically permissable, should 
be allowed only in currently roaded areas, while existing lands classified as 
roadless or near-roadless (meaning unim proved four wheel drive routes may 
exist) should be preserved as such at the administrative level, regardless of 
Congressional W ilderness decisions or lack thereof.
C urrent motorized recreation in roadless areas should be diverted, and 
enforced w ith fines and im poundments if necessary, to areas that can handle 
such use with less impact (for instance, snowmobile and motorbikes could 
roam freely over existing road systems, but should be prohibited from off- 
road use in roadless areas).
While the existing structure and administration of the Forest Service 
may need a drastic overhaul, such significant changes as eliminating below- 
cost timber sales, reducing bureaucracy, and addressing the inherent conflicts 
of a m ultiple use dictum may take years to enact, and all depend upon 
broader political change. To protect the integrity of existing roadless lands we 
need to make changes now. The preceding measures may not fully solve the 
problem s of current Forest Service roadless and W ilderness Area 
m anagem ent, but they should serve to improve some of the existing flaws.
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If the Forest Service fails to set roadless area preservation as a priority, 
perhaps a shift of land ownership to transfer roadless lands to the Interior 
Department could reduce the intra-agency conflict with which the Forest 
Service now struggles. Remove roadless lands from the Forest Service’s 
jurisdiction and the agency would no longer face the constant temptation to 
log and dissect wild lands. If the Department of Interior manages Wilderness 
and roadless land as ineptly as the Forest Service, which current Bureau of 
Land M anagement policies suggest it might, then a new agency should be 
created, perhaps under the aegis of the Environmental Protection Agency.
This new branch of the EPA would have as its sole mission the protection of 
the National W ilderness Preservation System and the adm inistrative 
protection of roadless lands.
With a stronger administrative protection of undesignated roadless 
areas, and a lighter managerial role in established Wilderness, m any of the 
problems now found in both types of land could be alleviated. Forest Service 
cooperation—or removal from the process—is essential, as is w idespread public 
support for such change. We should remember that W ilderness and national 
forest lands are a part of the national public domain; the land uses should not 
cater to the whims of the local populace so much as to the best interests of the 
nation at large. (Ideally, land management should cater to the ecological well­
being of the planet, and not to a political union of people w hether local or 
distant.) Likewise, we should keep in mind that we are not perm anent 
stew ards of this land, but rather visitors who will pass with time. With 
proper m anagem ent and protection, we can ensure that wild landscapes will 
exist for many generations to come—of human and non-hum an species alike. 
O ur responsibilities lie as much or more to this unknown future of our 
planet as they do to our own immediate needs and concerns. We should
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m anage the land with this selflessness of purpose and humility, for the fact of 
w ilderness belies ownership.
If we are to allow Wilderness land to be truly wild, we m ust either 
remove the visible boundaries or redefine the role hum ans assum e in that 
environment. We may face a realization that the only way to protect 
W ilderness is to change hum an lives and lifestyles to fit better into the land 
and the natural processes that affect land. It is not enough simply to draw  a 
line on a m ap and proclaim it wild, any more than it would do to place an 
animal in a cage and declare it free. Either we must adm it to our pretension 
of wilderness and make the changes necessary to realize a wild condition for 
land, or we should acknowledge our failure and suffer as we may. For w hat 
we have now is neither fully wild nor tremendously successful. O ur roadless 
lands are roaded and our Wilderness is tame. In one it seems the body 
suffers, in the other the spirit has been chained. It may be the saddest irony of 
hum anity, that in order to protect the land from ourselves we necessarily 
remove its freedom.
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Home and Away
If you were to travel across the United States visiting the coldest place 
in the country every day, you would find yourself in towns named 
International Falls, Minot, Alamosa, and West Yellowstone. In time you 
w ould come to a small town in western Montana nam ed Wisdom. Here, in 
this valley know n simply as the Big Hole, cold air slips from the mountains 
that surround W isdom, pools and collects, seemingly content to rest in the 
open M ontana sky.
If you move up the Big Hole River from Wisdom, past the even 
smaller town of Jackson, then beyond the sagging wooden frames of old 
hom estead cabins, you will come to a range of mountains. The haystacks of 
the Big Hole will meld into the mottled green forests that flow in and around 
the lower ridges and valleys of the Big Hole Mountains.
If you continue into the mountains, the trees will change from 
Engelmann spruce and Douglas fir to lodgepole pine to whitebark pine and, 
finally, to lichen-crusted rock. Near the top of the mountains, above the 
highest trees, a long ridge divides Montana from Idaho, and the waters of the 
Gulf of Mexico from the Pacific Ocean. If you hike north along this ridge, this 
Continental Divide, you will see Pyramid Mountain. Just before you reach 
Pyram id M ountain, just one peak south, you will come upon a grouse who 
flies just once a year. It flies when you, or another hiker, come over the final 
clum p of boulders and reach the crest of the peak. Erupting in a surge of
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feathers, the grouse lifts off the ground, thrashes m adly through the first few 
feet of air, then soars heavily out of sight into the cover of pine below.
The grouse is not a graceful bird, but you m ust admire it for its 
diligence. With its small wings, heavy body, and efficient darting gait, the 
grouse has every reason to plant its feet firmly on the earth and consider itself 
flightless. Like a marmot or pika, the grouse could take cover in the sharp 
creases of rock that pile up on mountainsides. The grouse could squeal in 
alarm, tuck its wings in close to its sides, and dart into a protective nook of 
granite. It could stretch its neck from the shelter and glare with red-ringed 
eyes, waiting for the intruder to pass. A flightless grouse w ould force its 
predators to scratch and claw, to pull large rocks aside, to try to dig the warm 
fowl out and pry it from the ground. And yet, the bird continues to fly.
W hen you first look into the Big Hole from the sum m it of Pyramid 
Peak, the valley almost appears unsettled. The tawny miles of hay could be 
native grasses, fodder for antelope and bison. Your gaze might stray above 
the valley floor to the jagged skyline of the West Pioneer M ountains, or south 
to the nearby peaks—Jumbo, Squaw, Ajax. But somewhere, maybe in the late 
afternoon light, a flash will snap across your eye and you may recognize the 
sun, reflecting off the galvanized roof of a barn.
For hundreds of years, people have lived in the Big Hole. The broad, 
riparian valley hem m ed in by mountains seems an enviable sanctuary for 
settlers and travelers. Natives and Anglos alike. A National M onum ent 
m arks a time when Chief Joseph and the Nez Perce fought to defend their 
cam p in the Big Hole. W eathered barns and decrepit cabins commemorate 
m ore recent attem pts by whites to settle in this valley.
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There are those who do live here, but not many. In some ways the 
valley remains feral. Ranchlands spread over thousands of acres, sim ply to 
sustain m odest herds of cattle. The idea is survival and sustenance, not 
dom ination or luxury. It is too cold here, the growing season too short, even 
to raise a garden. Frost kills, in June or July, August and September, any crop 
bold enough to venture long in the open air. And yet, people choose to live 
here.
There is a certain aptness to the name Wisdom, for a town that rests in 
a setting as fine as the Big Hole. Mountains rise on all sides of this town and 
the valley in which it lies. The peaks and forests of these ranges offer wild, 
natural landscapes and the opportunity for solitude. For the grouse, this 
seclusion m ay fit its needs precisely. Once a year the bird remembers the 
exhiliration of flight. On most days the grouse, just like the m ountain on 
which it lives, has nothing to do with humans.
W isdom keeps people living in the valley, just as the wisdom  of the 
grouse keeps it high on the ridge. Solitude comes naturally for this bird, as 
does flight, however awkward. As for humans, lacking the inherent skill to 
fly as well as that of living in isolation, we continue to build our lives and 
our towns where they may fit best: looking up at the mountains, a step away 
from the wilds.
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Lodgepole and Larch
It is harder than hell to see anything in a lodgepole forest. That's why I 
never found the trail.
My tent is blue. Nothing in a lodgepole forest is blue, unless you look 
up to see the sky, so I found my tent.
I w orried for some time that the herd of elk bolting from me m ight run 
through and crush my tent. As it turned out, they weren't even close. I was a 
lot farther from my tent than I’d imagined. After the elk left me, I came to 
Blind Creek, which I knew flowed near my tent. I took a chance and turned 
right, downstream , to follow Blind Creek. After fifteen minutes I saw the 
blue glint of my tent through the straight grey trunks of the pines.
Lodgepoles always get me. They're so tightly pressed together; they 
have no personal space. I am a scrawny runt of a man, yet even I have to 
turn sideways, time and again, to slip between the doghair trees of a lodgepole 
forest.
The trees have no branches, or at least none worth speaking of.
They're just lean and straight and mean for thirty or forty feet, before at last 
they spread into a small clump of twigs and needles. There’s no protection 
here. If a bear chased you in a stand of lodgepole, you would either have to 
shinny up the scaly bark of the limbless trees, dripping blood dow n the trunk 
as you climbed, or you’d have to stand and face the bear right there on the 
ground. There's nothing to shield you, just smooth slender stalks, reaching 
for the sky.
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The groundcover in a lodgepole forest is deceiving. The vaccinium, or 
grouse whortleberry, spreads in a smooth carpet of green, speckled with small 
red fruit. It looks serene, peaceful, and soothing. But stop to pick a handful of 
berries and you realize it’s all a trick. The berries are too small and too low to 
the ground. Bending over to reach the lush-looking berries gives you a 
backache and dry lips, but little reward in fruit.
Even the lighting on a sunny day proves treacherous among 
lodgepoles. No m atter what time of day, the trees and shadows are ruinous. 
Thin lines of shadow cast stripes on the forest floor. W hen you move, the 
lines flicker across your face, flashing dark, light, dark, light, dark. The slower 
you move, the more draw n out the nausea becomes.
There’s no escape. You could stop and close your eyes, or w ait until 
dark or cloudcover, but then the sounds come too. The lodgepole m ust be the 
noisiest of all pine species. The trees refuse to bury their dead. Instead, they 
leave them suspended in midair, leaning precariously across spindly 
neighbors, or bent and haggard on the ground. With every breath of wind, 
the trees—dead and alive—creak and moan, a chorus of phloem and xylem, 
kindling and rot. H um an sounds, water sounds, rock sounds, animal sounds, 
fire sounds, earth sounds, the lodgepole knows them all. I stop and turn to 
curse at a tree swaying in the breeze, only too late realizing that I’m 
answering snide remarks from bark and twig.
People cut these trees, but even then the lodgepole is malicious. It 
knows how  to win this game, playing against clearcuts and drag lines, 
skidders and dozers. The lodgepole wins because it costs more to cut and 
lum ber than it will ever repay in board feet or plywood. It's the scourge of the 
Forest Service, the deficit timber sale.
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The lodgepole is best left alone, skirted around, avoided. The 
m ountain pine beetles know the lodgepole better than most. They fly in to 
land on barren twigs, then burrow through crusty, dry bark. The beetles have 
scaly eyes and no ears, they do not notice the pendulous creaking wood, the 
oscillation of light and shade. The beetles simply burrow, gnaw, and leave 
blue rings staining wood. Yet even they will not return but once every 
seventy-five years.
You have to w onder about lodgepoles. Why would this place choose 
such a tree? It could have been ponderosa. Or, if only this m ountain could 
rear itself up, rise a couple thousand feet, or slide northw ard just one degree 
in latitude, this forest could have been subalpine larch. There, drifting down 
to a soft bed of needles, the sun could glow a lustrous green.
The subalpine larch is all crispness and season, light and color. The 
compact bundles of needles ruffle like feathers in the wind. There is nothing 
straight about a subalpine larch. The amber trunks dip and weave, dancing to 
the light and the breeze. Branches swoop and flex, countering the balance of 
roots slipping through soil below.
I always try to find myself, close to treeline, in a scattered forest of 
subalpine larch. I rarely get lost there, and even when 1 do, I don't mind. The 
larch lives confidently enough to give you space. There's no feeling of panic 
in the m idst of subalpine larch, no rush to escape, no sense that your world is 
closing in w ithout your consent. Even in a September snowstorm at 9,000 
feet, the larch glows warm  and soothing, iridescent as it prepares for yellow.
No m atter how small the tree or how high on the ridge it lives, the 
larch appears anchored and trustworthy. You rarely look at a larch and expect 
it to topple with the next touch of breeze. The tree has stamina. It lives and 
grows at altitude. It knows the meaning of endurance. Even the larch
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youngster, two feet tall and sporting its first decade's growth of limbs, looks 
confident and assured that it will reach maturity. And chances are good that 
it will, because subalpine larch trees are smart.
Or at least they’re well-placed and well-tuned. Filling the crease of 
high, north-facing valleys, sprinkled around alpine lakes, or speckling the 
upper reaches of avalanche runs, the subalpine larch eludes most chainsaws. 
Even if you can get to the trees, you'll find them lean and sparse, too scattered 
or small to collect and mill. Why struggle through a forest of stout fir and 
spruce, simply to hack at sporadic larch?
W ith the first real snap of winter the larch knows to change. Needles 
grow dizzy, suddenly yellow, then relax and drift to the ground. The tree 
knows when to sleep and how to let go of the past. There's no indecision 
here, no gradual replacement of old needles with new, just honest dismissal. 
Larches are willing to make a stand.
Yet these trees are shrewd. When growing in m id western wetlands, 
the larch knows enough to use its alias, tamarack. Even in the West, the 
supalpine larch fades wisely toward anonymity, offering its lower, larger, 
thicker kin—western larch—for common knowledge and abuse.
If you are fortunate enough to hike through a stand of subalpine larch, 
w hat you m ay notice first is that you haven’t noticed at all. The tree takes 
pride in subtlety. You may hike for hours along a path strewn with nobbed 
twigs, then glance up  and surprise yourself with a larch. If you fail to look 
carefully, to see the trees all around, you may continue on, thinking nothing 
m ore than pine.
Despite its yellow flare of autum n needles, its stamina and subtlety, its 
altitude and craft, the larch refuses to act smug. In fact, few can compare to 
the compassion of a larch. Hiking down a ridge, cold and oozing from fall's
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first snowy afternoon, you may find solace in a larch. There, just visible 
through the fog, a branch of subalpine larch may offer its slender dripping 
tufts. W hen you reach out to touch the yellowing needles, they drop into 
your fingers, a final offering of kindness before you descend into dusk.
At the Heart of W ildness
I missed the exit near Butte where I’d planned to stop and think things 
over, and by the time I paused for gas in Bozeman I was too far gone to turn 
back. I was driving to Wisconsin.
One hundred and sixty miles behind me lay two M ontana roadless 
areas and the field research for my Master's thesis. I had hiked alone for two 
weeks and, in theory, would continue for six more weeks. My thesis 
involved a com parison of two areas in the Beaverhead National Forest: to 
observe their wilderness qualities, then determine how those qualities 
affected me. As I hiked through the two wildlands, 1 planned to account for 
visitor use. Forest Service policy, changing seasons, trail construction, 
wildlife, weather, and other aspects that might affect my experience as a 
visitor. 1 d idn 't think love would be a factor.
On my first day of hiking 1 carry my pack fifteen hot, dry miles along 
the Continental Divide. It’s mid-August and summer has yet to loosen its 
grip on the Anaconda-Pintlar Wilderness. When 1 finally reach H idden Lake, 
I d rop  my pack, strip, and toss my body into the shimmering water. It’s cold.
1 build a fire for w arm th, hunker down by the flames, and grow desperately 
sad. I miss a wom an who lives in Wisconsin. Salting a bland dinner of 
lentils and rice in the August darkness, 1 stoop over a kettle and watch my 
tears vanish into food.
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As recently as last spring I fantasized a life for myself. I d idn’t need 
people, their cars and cities, their dirty dishes and dialogue, their tenderness 
or love. I could happily live alone in the wilderness; that was one thing my 
thesis would prove. I didn 't expect to find my heart in the wilderness.
Hiking the second day, I cross a pass and discover that a trail shown on 
the wilderness m ap doesn’t exist. Choosing to bushwhack rather than 
backtrack, I spend two hours clawing through a tangle of Engelmann spruce 
and Douglas fir. Mossy bogs soak my boots. Shortly after finding an 
overgrown, faintly cleared hiking trail, I come upon a moose. Although I am 
only fifteen feet away, his reaction shows more contempt than fear. I can see 
the animal's ribs lift and drop rhythmically, casually even, as it breathes. 
Ambling a few steps away, the moose turns his antlered head, glares right at 
me, and voids his bladder. I feel conspicuously human.
Two days later I choose to rest for a day along the East Fork of the 
Bitterroot River. Hiking without a pack feels like rest, so that’s w hat I do. At 
5800 feet, the East Fork flows like a mountain stream; it cascades over 
boulders, slips around oxbows, and glides over sandbars. After an eight-mile 
hike in the morning, I peel off my sweaty clothes, roll in the deeper riffles of 
this fledgling river, and sit on the warm gravel beside the water.
Two or three crackers into my lunch, I hear snapping twigs, then flinch 
in surprise as a young bull moose slides down the stream bank directly across 
from me. I'm not sure if I should speak or move to scare the animal, or just 
sit and try to blend into the gravel. If I startle the moose it could charge, yet a 
near-sighted moose might unwittingly trample me. I take my chances with 
m yopia and sit still.
Thirty m inutes later I am still sitting naked on some gravel along the 
East Fork of the Bitterroot River. Twenty feet downstream, the moose gnaws
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on algae and roots for lunch. When he submerges his head fully to the nub 
of adolescent antlers, I bite into my crackers or grab another handful of gorp. I 
figure it's our way of doing lunch. I take liberties and imagine that this 
moose knows that I am sitting nearby. Perhaps he heard me eating lunch and 
m ade a conscious effort to join me. I flatter myself by thinking he enjoys my 
company. I know very little about moose. Still, it seems fitting that two 
young, possibly lonely males have found each other for a m idday meal.
Six days into my first week of hiking I begin to think that I will make it. 
This research project depends upon hope. I've planned my project so every 
seven days I return to my car, resupply my food and fuel, then drive to a new 
area to hike for the next week. Transferring between areas also brings me 
through dow ntow n Wisdom, where I can pick up mail and use a pay phone.
Perhaps too much, I look forward to my brief visit to Wisdom. I hope I 
can last seven more weeks without close hum an contact. More broadly than 
that, I hope that I can continue to walk through wilderness and find a sense of 
optim ism  for this planet and this species I am surprised I miss so much.
The first night of my second week I go to bed early. A waxing moon 
shines brightly and I’m afraid I might see too much if I stay up. W hen I wake, 
it's still dark but the moon has vanished. I can hear twigs and branches 
snapping in the near distance beyond my tent. Squinting in the dimness I can 
see shapes, but nothing moves.
The elk bellows. It's a long, wailing grunt that drops and crests in 
pitch, then volume. For a few seconds I am too surprised to recognize the 
sound and the season as bugling elk. M id-August seems early for courtship. 
Perhaps the elk awoke, confused in the dark, and noticed he had no mate.
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By the middle of my second week, I realize something is going wrong 
w ith m y research. I'm lonely. I spoke with three people during my first week 
of hiking: two sons and a father who had driven twenty-one hours straight 
from Minneapolis to western Montana. Over the past four days, ever since I 
came to these West Big Hole M ountains, I've seen more m ountain goats than 
people. In truth, since I left the Anaconda-Pintlar and passed through 
W isdom, I've not seen any people at all.
I once thought of goats as elusive, solitary, and shy. But these goats 
live together, in families of three, a band of six, a cozy pair. They bolt when 
they see me, a lone figure clattering over a mountain, clumsy in my pack and 
hiking boots. I stand and watch as they vanish around a ridge, or slowly fade 
into pallid rock.
To find Timberline Lake, I hike six miles on unrem itting talus. The 
ridge is barren here, too high and abraded even for the whitebark pine. Each 
step I take on these wobbling shards of m ountain requires great faith. One 
misstep, one rock that tips or slides the wrong way, and my seventy pound 
pack will pitch me forward, grinding my face into the ragged scree, or 
snapping my leg between boulders. I wonder why I place such trust in myself, 
in this m ountain.
To finally reach the lake, I drop steeply: 800 feet in less than a quarter 
mile. In the flat afternoon light, I look back at my route off the ridge. Three 
m ountain goats have bedded down in a small patch of green high up near the 
ridge, a few feet from where I descended. Dusk comes with a cold, stinging 
rain .
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After two weeks of hiking, I return to the Anaconda-Pintlar 
W ilderness and roll out my sleeping bag at a trailhead. Stars leak through the 
branches of the pine overhead. I think about w hat wildness really means, 
about three goats sleeping in the niche of a broken cliff, and about a vision of 
m yself that I once believed. I wonder if these mountains will miss me if I 
leave?
In the filtered moonlight I can make out carved initials oozing from a 
scarred flank of ponderosa: "PJ + EM 4EVER." I don't like to carve trees. 
Instead, I stuff my sleeping bag, roll my foam pad, and self-consciously climb 
in the car. The engine kicks and catches, breaking the still surface of night. 
W ith a rolling cloud of dust pushing me on, I drive down the road and turn 
tow ard Butte. Behind me, pointing the opposite direction there in the 
m oonlight, a sign reads, "Wilderness Boundary, 7 miles."
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O ream nos
Perhaps
I should have been
a m ountain goat--all horns and hoofs and 
shiny white coat. No fear 
of heights or loose rock or snow or light­
ning storms, just shaggy legs and loins 
of wool. I w ould see you then, 
climbing through sun and 
scree, a blur on a ridge be­
fore I turn and run across 
a face
to the safety of ledges.
5 0
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The Death of a Dream
Earlier today, in the morning before the sun broke free of the ridge, I 
heard rocks falling. Startled, I scanned the crest of rotting granite to the east. I 
thought I was alone in this place, by this lake, in the shadow of this 
m ountain. At first there was nothing, just the memory of rocks sliding and 
colliding, then I saw movement. The shaggy form of a m ountain goat 
threaded its way atop the jumbled ridgeline. There were others here too: fish 
in the lake, scattered trees blending to forest in the valley below, birds soaring 
overhead. Perhaps then, I am not alone so much as I am apart. I am not a 
goat, or a trout, a whitebark pine, or a raven; I am hum an and in this place 
my voice leaves me w ithout response. The rocks taste my call and swallow 
the echo.
Today was a busy day. I saw eighteen m ountain goats, climbed three 
peaks, and fell asleep in an alpine meadow. My schedule has been hectic this 
way for more than three weeks. In truth, this lifestyle wears on me. I m ust 
either hike or sleep, otherwise I'll stop and think about what I’m doing, why 
I'm here, where I am, all those questions that sane people avoid. I know 
there are people, living in their silk ties or brick school buildings, who envy 
me. They write me letters and ask what I do for fun, what I think, where I 
am, and if I'm  happy. Maybe for them I should maintain this illusion of 
contentm ent, fulfillment, and peace. Or maybe. I'm actually there.
I've never known such freedom. I can eat, sleep, wake, cry, hike, 
laugh, shit, and die whenever I please. I’ve tried them all, with varying
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degrees of success. There’s no one here to object to, or even notice, m y  
progress. Last week, scrambling in fog down a ridge of schist north of W arren 
Peak, I slipped and tumbled several feet before my backpack hooked a tree 
root and stopped me. When I stood and looked over the thirty feet of wet cliff 
dropping below me I d idn’t know if I should celebrate or curse; I’d been 
saved, but I’d been careless. Perhaps, somewhere inside me. I'd w anted to 
know that final freedom of impact.
W hen I was younger I used to climb a hill behind my parents' house. 
Sitting there in the dark, I would gaze down at headlights m aking rivers of 
roads. The glare of shopping malls mixed with the low-grade hum  of 
suburban activity. I imagined turning the lights out, one by one, and 
w atching the stars suddenly ignite into frontier brilliance. In my m ind, I 
could turn  off the noise of cars and sirens and airplanes, and suddenly find 
myself in a Rocky M ountain West quiet and dark-skinned, not yet ravaged by 
Coronado or Pike.
N ow  I wonder if my dreams were misguided. W ould I have found my 
peace in some pre-Columbian morning? Or is the same feeling right here, 
w ith me beside this lake? How does the history of a conquistador, a 
M eriwether Lewis, or a Nez Perce, for that matter, interfere with the silence I 
now  hear? If I am disquieted, perhaps the reason lurks w ithin me, and not 
beyond m y pointing finger.
I hiked into this lake to feel the wilderness, to try to translate the voice 
of a roadless area. In the few breaches of silence, I hear the failure of my 
quest. I find it difficult to shed the crust of my humanity. I could ignore my 
goosedow n sleeping bag, camp stove, nylon tent, hiking boots, and other 
shields in which I’m encased. I can dismiss them as material goods, but I 
cannot discard my spirit.
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I came here to study a wildland, which I’m doing. I wanted to camp by 
m ountain lakes, which I have. I hoped to docum ent my experiences, which 
I’m attem pting. I expected solitude, and that is overwhelming. I d id  not 
anticipate the feelings of loss, the lack of companionship, the hunger I have 
found for conversation. I thought place was more im portant than the people 
who inhabit a place, and now I wonder if I was wrong.
Should I be disappointed or relieved to learn that I need people? Shall 
I lam ent the death of my pre-Columbian fantasy, or rejoice? W here does that 
lost dream  leave me? I am looking for direction, for a reply to my questions, 
but w hen I shout, the silence engulfs me.
a reflection:
In the stiffness of early morning m ud
I could not catch my reflection. Frost
on yellowed leaves brushed my calves
and clung, as snow, until flakes of white
glistened and droplets fell to the ground. Who am I
to hasten thaw? Why can't I slip,
unnoticed, untouched, through frozen
grasses, beneath the dark sightless
belly of the forest? I look back
at my bootstam p mark, pressed
in the frozen flesh of the earth, and
hang my head in shame.
I w ould like to weep, not for myself or this m ountain or this silence, 
but for the hope I have found by coming to this place, and for the hope I have 
lost by coming here. I honestly don’t know which is more precious.
In time, just a few weeks now, I will leave this place and this lifestyle to 
return  to my home in a small city. I wonder how it will feel to go. I know I 
have not yet found my place—if I have one—in this wild setting. I continue to 
scurry about, hiking, cooking, sleeping, writing, doing anything, really, that 
will allow me to avoid seeing how much I stand out in this landscape.
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W hen people prepare for their final departure, they often ready 
themselves for death with some last rites or reconciliation of their body.
They try, finally, to accept the body they are about to lose. I w ould like to do 
the same for my body in this place. I would like to find myself at peace, 
comfortable and natural as a part of this landscape before I turn and abandon 
it. But the words and the ritual escape me. I do not know how to apologize 
for w hat I’ve done to this land: my footprints, my presence, my culture; I lack 
the courage to ask for its forgiveness.
W hen I was young I knew little about my past, or the history of my 
people. I was able to dream of darkened landscapes. As I have lived, sadly, I 
have learned about myself. I know about smallpox-infected blankets, 
hydrogen bombs, and rape. I’ve seen open pit mines and clear cut forests. I've 
lived w ith ceilings and carpeting, running water and central heating too long 
to call a tundra m eadow my habitat. I walk through these m ountains that I 
know I should love, that I w ant to love, and I feel my intrusion. Perhaps I 
have lived too long, too distant from this land, to live this dream.
Epilogue
At some level, of course, it is absurd to pretend that hum an experience 
can translate successfully from a wild landscape to the confines of paper and 
ink. U ndoubtedly, that sense of futility and frustration comes through in the 
writings that precede this. Yet, perhaps there is a glimmer of some other 
sense that pervades as well, a sense of hope, of freedom, of love and 
desperation, of isolation and loneliness, of solitude and struggle, for in 
hum an terms, these may hold the true meaning of wilderness.
As with any writings, the language of wilderness expresses itself most 
beautifully in its original voice, untranslated and undiluted. These essays, 
poems, and stories are not meant as an authoritative interpretation of 
wilderness experience, rather I offer them as a glimpse into one person's 
experience in two particular roadless areas. Perhaps from some of my 
discoveries, others will find reason to explore their own selves and 
surroundings. To hear the true sound of wildlands, you m ust create your 
ow n conversation w ith the mountains, forests, plants, animals, water, rocks, 
sky, silence, and time that abound in natural places.
One brief warning before you set out: leave your expectations behind. 
W ilderness, if nothing else, is unpredictable. There is little in a wild 
landscape to channel your thoughts, your impressions, and your experience. 
There often is very little safety, or comfort, in exploring the wild regions of 
the land or the soul. Enter the wilds with an open mind and you will likely
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depart w ith a spirit brimming with desire. A desire, ultimately, to unravel 
the m eaning of experience.
In these writings I seek to interpret the experience of wild nature, both 
in land and in person. When I entered into this project, this foot survey of 
two roadless areas, I sought an understanding of Forest Service policy and its 
effect on the land. What I found was that I could not remove myself from my 
landscape; in order to study the wilderness of the land, inevitably, I was forced 
to study the wild reaches of myself.
Forest Service policy causes noticeable differences in the w ild qualities 
of these two roadless areas. In many cases, it seems that the intent of the 
Forest Service does not meet its objectives for the m anagem ent of W ilderness 
and roadless lands. Lands classified as roadless are roaded, and Wildernesses 
are inherently tamed. It may be fitting, in view of these m isguided plans and 
expectations of wilderness management, that my personal experiences also 
d id  not go as planned. Rather than growing increasingly convinced of my 
natural place in a wild landscape, I instead grew increasingly certain that I 
have bu t a fleeting place in wilderness.
My role, then, should not be to try to unify myself with wilderness or 
become a resident of a wild landscape, but rather should be to defend 
w ildlands and their right to exist without the imposition of my restrictions, 
desires, and judgments. If the Forest Service could apply this same credo to 
its w ilderness policy, then roadless lands might gradually lose their roads, and 
w ilderness might reestablish its wildness. I sincerely hope that we both—this 
m anaging agency and this person—may succeed in finding ways to better 
preserve the idea and the fact of wilderness. Should we fail, we shall likely 
face increased environmental destruction and personal despair, while with
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success we may preserve greater ecological health and find increased cause for 
hope.
Sources
A naconda-Pintlar W ilderness M anagement P lan. Beaverhead, Bitterroot,
Deerlodge National Forests, United States Departm ent of Agriculture, 
Forest Service. 1977.
Final Environm ental Impact Statement, Beaverhead National Forest Land 
and Resource Management Plan, Vol. II (Appendix C). U.S. D. A. 
Forest Service. 1986.
Jubenville, Alan. Travel Patterns in the Anaconda-Pintlar W ilderness. 
Dissertation, University of Montana School of Forestry. 1970.
Land Areas of the National Forest System As of September 30, 1990. U.S.D.A. 
Forest Service. 1990.
N ash, Roderick- W ilderness and the American M ind. Third Edition. Yale 
University Press, New Haven, CT. 1982.
5 9
